Alice McDermott, and Erin McGraw. 1 Yet this cohort represents one half of Irish-American literature-the female half. More importantly, contemporary Irish-American women's writing reveals their uncertain relationship with the Church. Novels of the 1960s and 1970s tend to question or reject Catholicism, whereas novels in the 1980s and 1990s increasingly reconcile those feelings-on the authors' own termsonly to reject the Church again in the new century. Not surprisingly, these movements parallel women's political activity within the Church, as well as its ongoing effort to deny women equal rights. In sum, the works of Irish-American women writers offer a feminist literary history of Catholicism between 1965 and 2006. In this chapter, I chart these parallels. First, I examine key works published in the 1960s and 1970s by Mary McCarthy, Maureen Howard, and Elizabeth Cullinan that exemplify women's displeasure with or rejection of the Church. Then I discuss examples of transitional works by Mary Gordon, Joyce Carol Oates, and Alice McDermott in the last three decades of the twentieth century, which suggest a truce or tenuous return. I conclude this analysis with writers in the new millenniumMcDermott, Eileen Myles, and Erin McGraw-whose novels offer alternatives to the traditional Church. Each section is contextualized with discussions of the Church's political activities during that period, and, whenever possible, comments by the authors confirming those links between fiction and reality.
Irish-American Women Writers at Mid-Century
Catholic women are not generally synonymous with feminism. Indeed, this group was not involved in feminism's first wave , which was closely tied to women's suffrage, because it was "implicitly 'anti-Catholic'" (Ruether 3). However, between 1920 and 1950 many of the Catholic lay movements "became the seedbed for the Catholic left of the 1960s, and some developed an explicitly feminist perspective." During the 1960s and 1970s, groups such as the Grail-Catholic laywomen who believed women had the potential to change the world-and the Catholic Family Movement (CFM) sought to promote a feminist agenda along with social action. Both groups ran afoul of Church authorities. Members of the Grail were evicted from Church property; the CFM broke with the Church after the Pope reaffirmed the ban against birth control in the 1968 Humanae Vitae (Kalven 6-7). Such activities provide a context for the attitudes conveyed in the
